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MAKING SURE THEY'RE LEARNING

Assessment

If the prime responsibility of teachers ‘is not to teach, but to ensure that students learn’
(Dimmock 1993), then the prime purpose of assessment is to ensure that learning has
taken place. Teachers need to know what their students know and can do, in relation to
target learning outcomes. They are then able to put in place a learning program that will
enable students to make further progress. A further purpose of assessment is to be able to
report on student competence and achievement,

Over the past ten years, with the increased focus on the importance of assessment and the
advent of resources such as First Steps, the National Statements and Profiles, National
Literacy Benchmarks, The Early Years, Cambourne’s Frameworks, the ESL Bandscales
and Scales, there has been a stronger emphasis on integrating assessment, learning and
teaching. The middle years of schooling have not been so amenable to these
developments.

As students make the transition from upper primary to lower secondary school, the stark
differences experienced in curriculum, pedagogy and organisation carry over into the
assessment regime they face. Part of the transition experience is an increase in the
seriousness with which the community regards the business of schooling. The process of
sifting and sorting students for further phases of education and for life beyond schools
starts in earnest in early secondary school. As a consequence, the assessment policies and
practices of most middie schools, and the formality and weight put on the reliability of
assessments, reflect this increase in seriousness.

Adolescent learners are faced with a diet of frequent, content-focused testing within each
learning area; the advent of formal ‘exams’ in senior schools; and a much stronger
emphasis on formal expository writing. The purpose of the assessment process shifts to a
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preoccupation with the allocation of grades or levels. This information often starts to
count towards the ‘external’ purpase of assessment, (o meet requirements for access to
learning areas in senior secondary years, or for certification.

There is much more of a feeling in the middle-years context that assessment is something
that is ‘done’ to students. The assessment tasks that students face are not always relevant,

and the literacy demands of some assessment tasks often, unwittingly, set some students
up to fail.

The principles that apply for learning and teaching and the learning emphases for
adolescents need t0 also apply directly to assessment. The Curriculum Framework (1998,
pp. 37-9) provides the following principles of assessment for Western Australian schools:

Valid Assessment should provide valid information on the actual ideas,
processes, products and values expected of students.

Educative Assessment should make a positive contribution to student learning,

Explicit Assessmeni criteria should be explicit so that the basis for judgements
is clear and public.

Fair Assessment should be demonstrably fair to all students and not
discriminate on grounds that are irrelevant to the achievement of
outcomes.

Comprehensive Judgements on student progress should be based on multiple kinds and
sources of evidence.

Improving the assessment regime

The regime typically encountered by adolescents in the middle years tends to be formal
and does not always match well with their learning characteristics, or with the teaching
and learning emphases required for this group of learners. Some ways of improving the
assessment regime are described below.

Improving the variety and range of assessments

If learning experiences are to be varied and challenging, so too must the assessment! An
expanded range of broad, well-designed assessment tasks should provide opportunities
for observation and assessment of performance, and the collection of hard and soft data
for individual and group work. These should reflect the spread of needs and interests of
students in each classroom.

Every teacher knows a great deal about their students’ learning. They gain rich
information about behaviour, performance, strengths and weaknesses through ‘kid-
watching’ (Goodman 1985) as they observe students working on tasks. Multiple kinds and
suurces Ol evidence can ve cotlected (nat nelp em make Juagements anout stugents’
achievement. Judgements about how well students have demonstrated particular learning
outcomes need to be based on evaluations of both processes and products, over a period




HEADS SPIN'!

nftima and in o ranme nf Aiffarant rantavte (ha halanan? Sedmamnmte almdd bnlen faen
oo T oITTenl oontavie,

B e ki asdurs

account the relative weight of the evidence coilected.

METHODS OF LITERACY EVALUATION

Ohservation of process Assessment of products

How students iearn

What students produce

Contextualised Decontextualised
classroom measures measures (tests set
(various scores outside the context
collected for completing of the classroom)
particuiar tasks)

Major assignments Standardised tests

Teacher-made tests National test

Source: Adapted from Anthony, Johnson, Mickelson & Preece 1991,

Constructing purposeful assessment

Adolescents are less accepting of the ritual of formal assessment. As a consequence, the
assessment regime needs to be ongoing, and students’ learning outcomes need to be
monitored in contexts that are perceived to be ‘life like’. There are multiple kinds and
sources of evidence that can be used to make judgements on student achievement. The
range of assessment methods teachers may use includes: student portfolios, peer
assessment, student/teacher conferences, performance assessment, tests, projects, reports
and assignments, open-ended assessment tasks, marking keys, progress maps, direct
observation, and checklists.

Student pertfolios are a collection of students’ work that connect separate items to form
clearer and fuller pictures of each student as a learner. They are a valid and reliable
source of evidence for making judgements about student achievement. They show
students’ ability to apply their skills in a range of situations. Portfolios can be used to
demonstrate evidence that incremental steps of progress are being made. They can be
used in one learning area, or can include work across a range of learning areas,
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INSIDE A PORTFOLIO

_ T

A solution to an open- A report of a group project, Work from another subject

ended question done yvrth comments about the area that relates to

as homework—not just individual's contribution, Mathematics, such as an

a neat set of figures, for example: analysis of data collected

but showing originality * A survey of adult use and presented in a graph

and unusual procedures. of mathematics in work. for Studies of society and

* A review of media use environment.
of mathematics.

A mathematical A problem made

autobiography. up by thg student
with or without
a solution.

Teacher-completed

checklists. P Artwork done by
the student, such
as string designs,
coordinate pictures,

Work in the and scale drawings

student’s primary or maps.

language. \
Excerpts from a
student’s daily

Notes from an Journal.

interview — by /

the teacher or

another student. A table of contents.

Draft, revised, and
final versions of
student work on a
complex mathematical
problem, including

Papers that show
the student’s cor-
rection of errors or

misconceptions. writing, diagrams,
graphs, charts, or
whatever is most
appropriate,

A photo or sketch S

made by the student

{or teacher) of a A description by the

student’s work teacher of a student

with manipulatives - ) activity that displayed

or with mathematical A letter from the student understanding of a

modeis of multi- to the reader of the portfolio, mathematical concept

dimensional figures. explaining each item. or relation,

Source: Stenmark 1991, p. 337,
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3# Working portfolios contain sketches, notes, half-finished drafts and completed work.
These provide an interactive context for ongoing instruction and feedback.

¥ Documentary portfolios contain collections of students’ work assembled specifically
for assessment. They contain final products of student work as well as evidence of the
processes that students use to develop those products.

# Show portfolios contain selections of materials designed to reflect the best of student
work. These can be used for certification, as well as classroom assessment.

Portfolio assessment is a process that provides visible evidence that students are making
progress. Portfolios are particularly usefu! for students who need a longer time to move
from one level to the next, because fine-grained evidence of achievement, including
teacher observations, checklists, student drafts, journal writing examples, self- and peer-
evaluation sheets, audio and video tapes of student work etc., can be included. The
criteria for portfolio assessment should alter as tasks, demands and student understandings
change. Purposc statements and ‘road maps’ or guides can lead the reader through the
portfolio. Captions or statements attached to each document are also helpful, because
these can describe what the document s, why it has been included, and what learning
outcomes it demonstrates. They also require summaries or final reflective statements, to
summarise documents in the portfolio and to articulate what has been learned.

Some of the issues related to portfolio assessment can be determined by developing a
whole-school portfolio policy or statement. Some of the issues that would need to be
clarified at the whole-school level would include determining:

% the purpose for implementing portfolio assessment;

which teacher/s (or which learning area/s) will trial the use of portfolios—and over
what period of time;

how parents will be notified of the move towards portfolio assessment;

the purpose of the portfolios;

the range of samples within the portfolios;

logistics related to storage;

whether the portfolios will remain at school and be handed to students’ new teacher/s
each year—or whether they will be sent home at the end of each year;

the target audience for portfolios;

the balance between student self-selection of samples and teacher-nominated pieces;
ways in which portfolios would be reported on;

times when portfolios would be sent home for parental feedback;

the importance of planning for organisational time so that students can sort, select
and incorporate samples in their portfolio; and

¥ OB R W E OB R EHE

ways in which students who require additional support to build up their portfolio can
be assisted.

Portfolios serve different purposes as students move towards becoming independent
learners. Examples of such purposes are outlined in the following table.
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YEAR PURPOSE OF PORTFOLIO AUDIENCE FOR
GROUP PORTFOLIO
Years 5, 6 % To demonstrate the leaming process Students
and 7 # To develop skills of reflection and self-evaluation Parents
# To encourage goal setting
# A means of communicating with parents
# To demonstrate achievement
Year 8 ¥ To demonstrate the learning process Students
# To develop skills of reflection and self-evaluation Parents
# To encourage goal setting
# A means of communicating with parents
# To demonstrate achievement
Year 9 # To demonstrate the learning process Employers
¥ To develop skills of reflection and self- evaluation, Further study
including realistically evaluating own strengths and Institutions
interests in terms of future subject and study path Career advisers
choices
# To encourage goal setting with longer term goals Students
becoming more significant Parents
B A means of communicating with parents
# A means of collecting documentation that will be useful
in career/education placing
# To demonstrate achievement
Years 10, # A means of collecting best samples of work produced in Employers
11 and 12 each learning area Further study
# A means of collecting documentation that will be useful Institutions
in career planning and in interviews Career advisers
# To set goals, both short and long term Students
#t To facilitate reflection and self-evaluation Parents
# Communication with parents
¥ A means of demonstrating achievement

The changing nature of the portfolic.

Teaviiors neea 10 Know what their students know and can do, in relation to target learning

outcomes. They are then able to put in place a learning program that incorporates
strategies that will enable students to make further progress.
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based on explicit, jointly negotiated or predetermined criteria.

Student/teacher conferences involve students and teachers in joint negotiations about
performance and follow-up action.

Performance assessment focuses on students’ performances or products that are used to
demonstrate the degree to which students can apply and demonstrate their learning,

Tests measure a sample of student performance at a particular point in time, under
standardised conditions. It is important to keep in mind that traditional testing methods
are useful, but that they can be narrow in scope and do not always allow students to
demonstrate a wide range of skills. They also do not always allow for different learning
styles or unexpected responses.

Projects, reports and assignments encourage students to engage in in-class and/or out-of-
class research activities.

Open-ended assessment tasks provide different entry points and different points of
assessment integrated within the task. Teaching can be targeted at the point of need, as
students can work at their own rate, and at their own level of ability. Open-ended tasks
are problem-solving tasks. They provide opportunities for students to demonstrate their
skills and knowledpge, to utilise their different learning styles and to demonstrate different
learning outcomes. They also provide opportunities for developing and refining creative
thinking and problem-solving skills. Assessment criteria for open-ended tasks needs to
cater for a range of levels. The criteria does not always have to be fixed in advance.
Students will often demonstrate higher levels of understandings or outcomes that were
not envisaged as being part of the task. These can be recorded for future reference.

Students perform better when they know and understand the criteria that will be used for
assessment and evaluation. When goals and assessments are known in advance, the results
reflect what students know and can do, as opposed to reflecting how well students
anticipated what would be contained in the test.

Marking keys help teachers to:

# setclear guidelines;

#  assess content objectives and student outcomes;
¥ provide detailed feedback; and

B assist students to improve cn previous work.

Marking keys help students to:
# stay on task;
#  know what the teacher wants; and

# improve on previous work.

Examples of marking keys are on pages 51 and 52.



TOPIC:

MARKING KEY FOR INTERVIEWING

DATE:

NAME OF INTERVIEWER:

NAME OF INTERVIEWEE:

MATTER—4 MARKS
. Good evidence of research displayed.

. Effective open-ended questions
canstructed.

. Questions display a good understanding
of issues/topic.

—

. Evidence of active listening. Construction
of questions arising from comments
made by interviewee.

MANNER—4 MARKS
. Confident manner.
. Speaks clearly and audibly.

. Gives appropriate body messages 1o
interviewee.

. Pace of delivery is appropriate.

METHOD (STRUCTURE)—2 MARKS

. Interview contained a clear
introduction,

. Questions asked in a logical order.

TOTAL:

A MATTER--4 MARKS
1. Sufficient evidence of research displayed.

2. Demonstrates a good understanding of
topic/issues.

3. ldeas well supported, with appropriate
examples and details.

4. Reasons effectively answered the
questions asked.

MANNER—4 MARKS
Answers questions confidently.

Speaks clearly and audibly.

w N oW

Gives appropriate body messages to
interviewee,

4, Pace of delivery is appropriate.

C METHOD {STRUCTURE)—2 MARKS
1. Answers crdered in a logical fashion.

2. Answers kept to the point, with the most
important ideas addressed.

TOTAL:

ADJUDICATOR:

Make Their Heads Spin! © Education Department of Western Austratia, 2001




MARNKING KCY OR DEDATING IN SCIENCE
YEAR: CLASS:
TOPIC: DATE:
AFFIRMATIVE NEGATIVE
187 2ND 3RD 1s7 2ND 3RO

NAMES:

ol1]2o[1]2] of2[2]o[2]2{ o[ 1] 2| o]z

MATTER-—-8 MARKS

1. The arguments used would appeal to
the average, reasonable person.

2. A thorough understanding of the topic
was displayed.

3. Arguments were well developed and
supported with appropriate examples.

4. 1st speakers: Topic was clearly defined.
Other speakers: Opposition's arguments
were effectively refuted.,

MANNER—8 MARKS
1. Speaker was clearly heard.

2. Good eye contact with audience was
maintained (palm cards were
unobtrusive).

3. Pace of delivery was effective.

4. Speaker's manner was confident and
persuasive.

METHOD (STRUCTURE)—4 MARKS
1. Speech was clearly organised into a

beginning, a well-developed middle and
an end.

2. Good use was made of time allocation.

3. Showed evidence of the roles of different
speakers (bonus mark).

INDIVIDUAL'S TOTAL (20)
TOTAL TEAM POINTS (60)

Make Their Heads Spin! @ Education Department of Western Australia, 2001
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Students follow unique patterns of growth in any area of learning. Although these

patterns are not age related, generalisations can be drawn from them and milestones can

be observed and recorded on a Progress map. Continuums of development, outcome

statement levels and ESL Bandscales are all examples of progress maps. Most progress
maps describe behaviours at various stages and incorporate a combination of descriptions
of student learning and student work samples,

Some progress maps, such as outcome statements, reflect ‘big picture’ or global
descriptions intended for systemic, summative judgements, Others, such as the First Steps

! developmental continuum, use fine-grained descriptions, which can be useful for

‘ diagnostic purposes. Some students take a long time to move across large, significant

; outcome levels, and therefore teachers might prefer to use finer-grained information to
indicate that small, incremental steps of progress are being made towards outcome levels.

Speiling: Developmental Continuum / Individual Student Profile

Indicators For Spelling Developmental Continuum

Teachers can identify a child's phase of development by observin,
It sheuld be noted however, th

g that the child is exhibiting all the key indicators of a phase.
at mast children will atso display indicators from other phases.
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Direct abservation is neefnl when ctndante ara qqfiyr?!:, ?:;?.gf.'d fen p::f::-m:::;’
production, presentation or process. Observational information can be recorded on
informal running records or a retrieval chart or against a predetermined checklist of

criteria.

Checklists make it easy for teachers to identify whether or not students are able to
demonstrate particular learning outcomes. They can be prepared in advance, and should
identify a clear set of criteria that both teacher and students can refer to. The criteria can
be jointly negotiated. Each time a targeted skill is observed, the appropriate criteria is
marked. Space should be allocated for writing informal comments alongside students’
names, It is important to be unobtrusive whilst observing students and/or small groups as
they work, and to allow time between observations to make notes and synthesise the
information. The checklists should be kept, as they are a valuable resource for informing
learning programs, when talking to parents, and when writing reports on individual
students.

Ah’ pm@al«.-l'eﬁw i,
lc, M akes,
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Lecgh
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The following checklists provide an opportunity to note students’ co-operative learning
skills, as well as their skills and understanding in a particular learning area.

P
&
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CHECKLIST FOR THE OBSERVATION OF SMALL-GROUP WORK

Names Group processes Subject understandings
;fei:zl;l:s Ask to clarify/ Explawn Interrupt/ Knows how Can ezplain how |Can explain at o
dlrtain furt er | individual argue pml,t,t,e.',y enerqgy is factcrrs affecting particle Level,
info fee.h;ngs/ideas transferred in friction can inkeractions o{
an enerqy influence design enerqy in enerqy
interaction transfer systems

Matt S. 4 WY o\ W | s W

Sarah v 4 4 v 4

Phusng o | w v/ S

John v N 4 {4 v 4

SMALL-GROUP OBSERVATION IN SCIENCE

T e CLASSE

TASK: Vocabulary in Context

The students

ware able to: George Heidi Lin Scott Wendy Maria Xiangyi Eddie
1. Scan the text effectively Y/N Y/N YIN Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N
2. Read around the words Y/N Y/N Y/N YiN Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N

in order to find clues
for their meaning

3. Identify and transfer Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N ¥/N Y/N YIN YIN
words to the Vocabulary
in Context sheet

4. Transfer the meaning YN YIN Y/N YN YIN Y/N Y/N Y/N
into their own words

5. Justify their interpretation Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N
of the meaning
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Discriminating tools that provide diagnostic information

Often the things missing are the techniques and tools to assist with ‘kid watching’. A range

is provided in the following table.

Technigues and tools

Examples

1. Student evaluation—a valid and valuable source
of information that takes into account students’
perspectives on a task or process, what they
understand and what confuses them. May take the
form of a checklist, oral reflection, refiective journal
writing or a conference log recording a student/
teacher interview.

T can't understand this lrook; it's too hard .

| know how to write tUJVLLC sentences but [ still
don't know how to devela,n and sulnpart my ideas.’

2. Peer evaluation—students can be trained to
evaluate their peers effectively against specific
¢criteria.

The ideas in your essay are cﬂearﬂg organbsed
lrut Your essay ends too suddenly.'

3. Teacher jottings-—about students’ learning
behaviour and understandings.

‘Trevor seems to have difficulty answering
inferentiul questions.’

4, 'On balance’ judgements—a weighing up of A sequence | Level Level Level Level Level
students’ products and processes {completed over of student One Two Three | Four Five
time and in a variety of contexts). Students’ outcomes outcomes:
are measured against a continuum or sequence of
outcomes.

5. Criteria checklists—a planned observation record of Criteria to May loe Tom Bev
achievement of specific criteria. The teacher records be cbserved:
observed student ocutcomes. 1. t/ \/ X v

2, v v X v
3. X v X v
a, ve v v v

6. Anecdotal information—incidental information that
the teacher mentally notes, for example, noting the
quality of the guestions students ask, Contributes to
a talanced picture of achievement.

‘Vivian takes an awfully long time to find
what she’s looking for in the library. I must
ask her what strategies she uses for accessing
information.’

7. Parent input—information that is observed in settings
outside of school, Parents complete response sheets
or provide anecdotal reference in homework diary.

’j;w,{“a - gf},{ Tkl W.yfz';z;ﬁ,?ﬂmﬁf
Ao saill de D' S homair woilens 76 37075

8. Portfolio—a coliection of meaningful pieces of
information that shows student achigvement of
processes and products over time. Contains relevant
information using all of the above strategies for
collecting information. Is referred to occasionally
in order to make ‘on balance’ judgements.

‘When viewing this semester’s work samples,
self-evaluation sheets, teacher jottings and
criteria checklists, it’s easy to see that Chris
has significantly developed his skills in
organising and developing ideas in writing.’
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Involving the learner

Adolescents are conceptually more sophisticated and are beginning to move towards
becoming mature learners. If they are given opportunities to jointly negotiate clear
criteria in advance and know what they are supposed to be learning, they do not have to
guess what is in the teacher’s head, Students can be encouraged to take ownership and
control of their learning through self- and peer-assessment activities, Useful tools that

involve the learner include self-evaluation sheets, marking keys, reflective journal writing,
portfolio assessment and peer assessment.

Central to the task of improving assessment is the collection of baseline data, through the
use of potent assessment tools (both qualitative and quantitative) that provide a rich
source of diagnostic information. These can be used for a variety of purposes. Data
collected at the school level provides a broad picture of the range of ability across the
school. Data collected in the classroom provides an in-depth picture of what is happening
in every classroom and in every learning area. The analysis of such data idenifies
strengths and weaknesses and indicates where strategies need to be put in place to ensure
improvement. As problem areas are targeted, further data collections will indicate
whether or not these various strategies are working. Ongoing assessment and monitoring
processes enable teachers to continue to gather and compare information about the level
of students’ understandings and their learning skills, and provides accurate information
for evaluation purposes.

Making sure they’re Ieér’ri'i_n'g :
% Use leaming tools such as journals and portiolas to ga
what students are/are not learning;

oing profile o

B Use "stick-its’ to jot down commerits whilst observing studerits working
tese,to their work-—always write comments in positive terms,

. Dispay the aporopriats progress maps i the clesstoom forreference wh
discussing students’ progress. Induct students into the progress mép employed. . -
be Lised to gather information about

5.




